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Local	 currencies	 (LCs)	 are	 seen	as	 a	means	of	 achieving	greater	 local	 economic	and	environmental	
sustainability	by	keeping	value	circulating	 locally.	 	However,	 there	 is	weak	evidence	regarding	their	




need	 to	 go	 beyond	 their	 proposed	 economic	 impacts	 to	 understand	 the	 incentives	 and	 reasoning	
involved	 in	 adopting	 and	 using	 them.	 We	 therefore	 employ	 realist	 evaluation	 to	 examine	 the	
adoption	pathways	of	Bristol	Pound	(B£)	users,	the	UK’s	largest	LC.		We	find	that	Bristol’s	identity	as	a	
centre	of	alternative	culture	is	a	key	context	for	adoption.	Within	this	the	values,	image	and	identity	
of	 the	B£	as	alternative,	along	with	 the	social	networks	 that	 identify	with	 these	values,	produces	a	
nexus	of	potential	users	for	the	B£.		At	the	same	time,	these	factors	also	create	strong	boundaries	to	












the	 B£	 users	who	 availed	 their	 time	 to	 be	 interviewed.	 	 All	 those	who	wished	 to	 have	 received	 a	












businesses	 and	 create	 an	 enhanced	 local	 multiplier	 effect	 which	 will	 be	 both	 economically	 and	
environmentally	more	sustainable.		Of	these	the	Bristol	Pound	(BP)	has	achieved	a	much	larger	scale	
than	 its	sister	currencies	and	is	the	 largest	 in	the	UK.	 	 In	2016	it	had	some	2000	members	–	that	 is	
people	and	businesses	who	had	an	online	account	-	with	over	B£2m	traded	electronically	through	its	
Text2Pay	system	which	operates	 through	SMS	 technology.	 	 It	 is	 therefore	 important	 to	examine	 in	
greater	 depth	what	 has	 led	 to	 its	 adoption	 and	 use	 if	 other	 local	 currencies	 are	 to	 learn	 from	 its	
success.					
	
This	 paper	 presents	 findings	 from	 a	 research	 project	 undertaken	 in	 2016	 to	 assess	 the	 social	
dynamics	of	adoption	and	use	of	 the	Bristol	Pound.	 	The	methodology	used	was	Realist	Evaluation	
(RE)	 which	 examines	 the	 theory	 of	 change	 proposed	 by	 an	 intervention	 and	 assesses	 how	 users’	
behaviour	relates	to	this	theory	of	change.		For	impact	on	the	local	economy	to	be	achieved,	people	
must	 first	 join,	 then	 use	 and	 gradually	 increase	 their	 use	 of	 the	 currency	 in	 order	 to	 expand	 the	
amount	of	value	circulating	locally.		Realist	evaluation	brings	a	focus	on	the	reasoning	that	users	–	or	
non-users	 -	 give	 for	 their	use	or	non-use.	 	 	While	much	of	 the	 literature	on	 community	 currencies	
addresses	their	social	impacts,	it	pays	rather	little	attention	to	the	proposed	theory	of	change	or	the	
causal	 pathway	 experienced	 by	 users	 to	 examine	 the	 relationship	 between	 that	 held	 by	 the	
intervention	and	 that	held	by	 the	user’s	 themselves.	 	 The	approach	 therefore	offers	 insights	 to	CC	
practitioners	which	may	help	them	to	improve	their	operations.			
	
The	paper	 proceeds	 as	 follows.	 	 The	next	 section	 gives	 an	overview	of	 the	 evaluation	 literature	 in	
relation	 to	 community	 currencies	 with	 a	 focus	 on	 local	 currencies.	 	 We	 then	 introduce	 the	




on	 an	 exchange	 rate	 with	 the	 sterling	 pound	 at	 par	 and	 in	 two	 forms:	 	 as	 physical	 notes	 and	 in	
electronic	 form.	 	 While	 the	 physical	 form	 of	 notes	 is	 generally	 well	 understood,	 its	 operation	 in	
electronic	form	is	one	of	the	first	of	its	kind	in	the	UK.		Members	who	adopt	this	mode	of	use	have	to	
set	up	two	accounts	at	the	Bristol	Credit	Union:		first	a	pound	sterling	account	and	second	a	Bristol	















expected	 to	 operate	 as	 tools	 for	 building	 local	 value	 and	 preventing	 leakage	 so	 fuelling	 localised	
economic	activity	and	creating	a	local	multiplier.		Second,	these	schemes	may	offer	means	of	valuing	
and	 recognition	of	a	non-market	economy	of	 informal	work,	 including	 for	example	 skills	exchange.		
Third,	they	can	act	as	a	means	for	those	who	are	financially	excluded	to	access	goods	and	services.		




build	 community	and	 trust;	 enable	participation	by	excluded	 social	 groups;	 and	 signal	 the	 value	of	
skills	outside	the	labour	market.			
	
Finally,	 the	environmental	pathway	 suggests	a	 contribution	 to	 sustainable	development	 through:	a	
reduced	 ecological	 footprint	 as	 a	 result	 of	 more	 localised	 consumption;	 facilitation	 of	 resource	
sharing	 and	 reuse;	meeting	 the	psychological	 needs	of	people	 for	 recognition,	belonging,	 and	 self-
esteem	through	social	interaction	rather	than	consumption	also	lowers	the	carbon	footprint;	ways	to	





whose	 aim	 is	 primarily	 to	 build	 social	 capital,	 and	 create	 social	 inclusion	 and	 cohesion.	 	 Second,	
mutual	exchange	schemes	such	as	LETS	(Local	Exchange	Trading	Schemes)	which	constituted	41%	of	
the	 total	 and	which	 aim	 to	 support	 local	 spending	 and	 encourage	 import	 substitution,	 but	whose	
biggest	 impact	 tends	 to	occur	 through	 their	 impacts	on	social	networks.	 	Third	are	 local	 currencies	
such	as	the	Bristol	Pound,	which	were	a	small	proportion	at	7%	of	the	total	and	which	aim	to	increase	
local	economic	activity	and	support	local	business.		Finally,	they	identify	a	category	of	barter	markets	
which	are	a	hybrid	of	 local	 currency	and	mutual	exchange,	which	 constitute	 some	1%	of	 schemes.	
The	category	particularly	applies	to	schemes	developed	in	Argentina	at	the	time	of	the	financial	crisis	
in	 the	 late	 1990s	 the	 aims	 of	 which	 were	 to	 foster	 solidarity,	 economic	 security	 and	 promote	
environmentally	friendly	behaviours.		
	





aged,	 well	 educated,	 of	 modest	 income,	 married	 with	 two	 children	 and	 most	 likely	 to	 be	 self-


















businesses	(North,	2014).	 	This	can	help	businesses	without	 local	credentials	to	 identify	themselves	
but	he	 indicates	 that	 they	can	struggle	 if	 transaction	values	are	 small	and	margins	are	 low.	 	 In	 the	
case	of	 the	Berkshares	 scheme	 (Great	Barrington,	Massachusetts)	he	 reports	 that	much	of	what	 is	
sold	 is	not	 locally	produced	and	so	businesses	took	a	hit	because	discounts	offered	to	promote	the	





and	 across	 the	 three	main	 areas	of	 economic,	 social	 and	environmental	 impacts	makes	 somewhat	
sobering	reading	(Michel	&	Hudon,	2015).	Summary	tables	of	the	findings	are	presented	in	Figure	1.		
It	is	important	to	note	that	this	study	does	not	assess	the	methodologies	of	the	studies	reviewed,	nor	
does	 it	 report	 the	 scale	 of	 impacts.	 	 The	 tables	 below	 simply	 summarise	 whether	 the	 studies	
indicated	that	there	were	positive	impacts	in	relation	to	specific	aspects	of	schemes.		Given	that	the	
B£	 is	 a	 local	 currency	 scheme,	 we	 are	 most	 interested	 by	 the	 results	 in	 the	 ‘LC’	 column.	 	 These	
suggest	 that	 across	 the	 studies	 of	 10	 LC	 schemes	 the	most	 reported	 impact	 was	 improvement	 in	
quality	 of	 life	 in	 terms	 of	 standards	 of	 living	 (reported	 in	 6	 studies);	 followed	 by	 promoting	 local	
economy	 activity	 (5).	 At	 the	 same	 time	 the	 studies	 suggest	 no	 significant	 impact	 on	 the	 local	
economy	 (5).	 	 Impacts	 such	 as	 increasing	member	 income,	 support	 to	 local	 businesses,	 improved	




















































The	 available	 literature	 on	 local	 currency	 schemes	 that	 are	 most	 similar	 to	 the	 Bristol	 Pound	 is	
limited.	 	 Graugaard	 (2012)	 studies	 the	 Lewes	 Pound,	which	was	 operating	 at	 a	 very	 small	 scale	 in	
2009.	 	 It	 was	 found	 to	 have	 very	 small	 and	 limited	 economic	 impact	 with	 some	 impact	 on	















There	 is	very	 little	published	evidence	available	on	the	Brixton	Pound.	 	One	of	the	few	publications	










currency.	 	Thiel	 suggests	 that	 it	offers	a	quality	 criterion	of	ethicality	 in	 shopping	 -	people	become	
moral	 themselves	–	and	can	become	a	community	of	 “better”	people	 (p94).	 Furthermore	and	 that	
they	are	able	to	impose	this	behaviour	on	others	through	gifts,	although	Thiel	finds	that	it	dispersed	
through	existing	social	networks	rather	than	creating	new	ones.	 	Moreover,	consumers	use	it	 if	 it	 is	
consistent	 with	 their	 individual	 attitudes	 and	 its	 functionality	 meets	 their	 shopping	 needs.	 The	
Regiogeld	 also	 has	 multiple	 meaning	 for	 its	 users	 –	 they	 can	 interpret	 it	 as	 supporting	 a	 more	
conservative	local	protectionist	ideology	or	as	a	means	of	resisting	globalization.		 Interestingly	Thiel	





meaningful.2	 	On	the	other	hand,	where	motivations	to	 join	are	rooted	 in	perceptions	of	economic	
benefit	for	users,	participants	have	tended	to	be	disappointed.	It	is	the	better	off	who	can	afford	to	
continue	to	participate	in	the	schemes,	backed	by	their	ideological	convictions	and	ability	to	engage	
in	 ways	 that	 give	 them	 social	 benefit.	 	 	 Indeed	 it	 is	 not	 clear	 how	 LCs	 can	 directly	 offer	 tangible	
economic	 benefits	 to	 users3.	 	 Moreover,	 those	 schemes	 that	 are	 primarily	 targeted	 at	 producing	




























are	 not	 observable	 and	 lie	 at	 a	 ‘deeper’	 level	 of	 the	 social	 system	 than	 the	 observable	 outcomes.		
Hence	 the	 outcomes	 arise	 in	 a	 particular	 context	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	 mechanism	 that	 they	 trigger	
(Figure	3)	and	are	termed	Context	–	Mechanism	–	Outcome	configurations	(CMOs).	4	
	





offers	 a	means	of	 understanding	not	only	whether	 interventions	work	but	why	 they	work.	 	 This	 is	
particularly	 important	 and	 useful	 for	 understanding	 whether	 interventions	may	 in	 fact	 operate	 in	
other	contexts	and	whether	programmes	may	be	scaled	up.		In	summary,	RE	asks	the	questions:	‘how	
















a	 result	of	adoption	of	 the	B£	and	 its	use	 to	create	a	vibrant	circulation	of	 funds	 through	the	 local	
economy.		To	achieve	this,	people	and	businesses	must	join	the	scheme	and	use	it.		Indeed	they	must	
see	 the	 value	 in	 it	 over	 time	 in	 a	way	 that	 encourages	 them	 to	 expand	 their	 use	 of	 it.	 	 	 Thus	 the	
pathway	to	impact	(or	theory	of	change)	is	as	per	figure	3.		People	and	businesses	join	the	scheme,	
having	joined	it	they	start	to	use	the	currency,	spending	B£	as	individuals	and	receiving	and	spending	
them	as	businesses.	 	 	 Their	 experience	 then	 leads	 to	 greater	use	over	 time	and	 to	 the	 impacts	on	
them	that	they	hope	for	as	a	result	participating	in	the	scheme.		At	each	stage	of	this	impact	pathway	
we	can	propose	 that	 there	are	mechanisms	at	work	which	are	 triggered	 in	particular	 contexts	and	






this	 is	 what	 gives	 insight	 into	 the	 contexts	 and	 mechanisms	 that	 are	 at	 work.	 	 For	 this	 reason	
qualitative	research	using	semi-structured	 interviews	was	undertaken.	This	offered	scope	for	an	 in-





























of	 their	monthly	usage,	and	proceeding	 to	a	 few	questions	of	 interest	 to	 the	B£	 in	 the	eventuality	
that	 they	 did	 not	wish	 to	 participate	 in	 the	 research	 or	 did	 not	 fit	 the	 quota	 sample.	 	 They	were	
invited	 for	 an	 interview	 if	 their	 use	 level	 fitted	 the	 category.	 	 The	 original	 plan	was	 to	 use	 quota	
sampling	and	contact	eight	users	in	each	category	giving	a	total	of	24	interviewees.			
	
Figure	5:	 	Distribution	of	B£	use	(total	over	12	months)	 for	those	who	used	 it	 (excluding	top	two	
users)	
	
















































































No	use	 24	 7	(29%)	 5	
Low		<B£226	per	year		 8	 4	(50%)	 3	
High		>B£226	per	year	 8	 7	(88%)	 7	
	 40	 18	(45%)	 15	
	
Table	2	shows	the	differential	response	rates	by	category:		7	out	of	24	in	the	no	use	category		-	 i.e.	








Respondents	 were	 interviewed	 at	 a	 venue	 of	 their	 choice	 –	 usually	 in	 cafes.	 	 Interviewees	 were	
informed	that	they	were	able	to	withdraw	from	the	interview	at	any	time,	or	subsequently	contact	us	
to	inform	us	of	withdrawal	if	they	wished	to	do	so.		Interviews	were	recorded	with	the	respondent’s	




Analysis	 was	 undertaken	 using	 an	 excel	 spreadsheet.	 Text	 related	 to	 the	 outcomes	 of	 interest	 –	
joining,	spending,	increasing	spending	and	impacts		-	were	identified	and	copied	into	a	coding	sheet	





the	 variety	of	 responses	 that	 are	 forthcoming	and	 in	 the	 case	of	RE	 to	detail	 the	mechanisms	and	
reasoning	 that	 respondents	 present.	 	 Responses	 -	 even	 if	 they	 are	 from	 one	 respondent	 –	 are	
indicative	of	how	people	think	about	and	act	in	relation	to	the	intervention.			Of	course,	others	may	




The	 findings	are	organised	around	 the	 stages	of	 the	adoption	pathway	outlined	 in	 Figure	3	above,	








































































































































Participants	had	a	 strong	 identification	with	 living	 in	Bristol	and	 reported	appreciating	 the	city	and	
what	it	had	to	offer	and	the	fact	that	they	enjoyed	living	there.	The	reasons	they	gave	included	the	

















I	 thought	 it	 was	 a	 novel	 approach	 and	 it	 was	 almost	 like	 Bristol	 was	 saying	 you	 know	 we’re	 an	
independent	country	we’re	gonna	have	our	own	currency.	(I102)	
	
I	 like	 living	 in	Bristol,	 it's	a	really	good	city.	 I	wouldn't	want	to	 live	anywhere	else.	 I've	 lived	there	a	













So	 it’s	about	a	circular	economy,	 it’s	about	keeping	money	 in	Bristol	 rather	 than	giving	 it	 to	 share-
holders	who	don’t	give	a	damn	about	Bristol	or	anywhere	else.	…the	serious	thing	is	about	changing	
the	way	the	economy	works	because	the	economy	at	heart,	the	capitalist	economy,	is	eating	the	very	
fabric	of	the	environment	 it	 relies	on,	so	we	go	back	to	 limits	to	growth	erm,	 in	1972	and	the	work	
from	 Rachel	 Carson…about	 a	 finite	 planet	 and	we	 have	 to	 protect	 it	 well	 you	 have	 to	 change	 the	










…	what	I	 like	about	Bristol	 is	that,	 I	know	it	has	Cribbs	Causeway,	but	the	actual	high	streets,	apart	
from	Broadmead	as	well,	 are	not	made	up	of	 huge	 chains	 so	 I	 really	want	 to	 support	 independent	
business	and	keep	the	high	streets	to	have	a	bit	more	identity	about	them	instead	of	when	you	go	to	























The	 small	 and	 independent	 businesses	 are	 at	 the	 same	 time	 seen	 as	 being	more	 sustainable	 and	
ethical	 and	 hence	 supporting	 these	 is	 also	 a	 means	 of	 increasing	 the	 sustainability	 of	 the	 local	













People	expressed	this	analysis	of	 the	way	a	 local	currency	supported	the	 local	economy	and	hence	
the	 character	 of	 Bristol	 as	 something	 of	 a	 matter	 of	 faith.	 People	 remarked	 on	 the	 idea	 that	
economists	 might	 make	 up	 the	 evidence	 that	 it	 is	 helpful,	 as	 well	 as	 recognising	 that	 users	
themselves	might	 also	 be	 the	 source	 of	 questions	 and	doubts.	 	 As	 one	 respondent	 indicated	 "it	 is	
quite	complex,	 I	 think,	 to	get	your	head	around	what	the	benefit	of	 it	 is.”	 (I305).	Others	decided	to	



















other	 thing	about	Bristol	 pounds	 is,	…	 there	 is	another	 feedback	which	 is	 that	 I	 get	 kind	of	 regular	
newsletters	and	so	forth	from	the	Bristol	pound.	…,	which	supports	my	feeling	that	this	a,	kind	of	good	
















were	 involved	 in	 Transition	 Bristol	 and	 others	were	 acquaintances	 of	 the	 founders	 of	 the	 project.		
They	 were	 influenced	 to	 join	 because	 they	 had	 heard	 about	 it	 through	 these	 relationships,	
particularly	when	it	was	being	promoted	early	in	its	life	at	parties	and	events.		It	is	notable	that	nearly	
all	 of	 the	 high	 users	 interviewed	 were	 active	 in	 networks	 and	 associations	 that	 had	 a	 green	 or	
environmental	focus.			
	
Others	 had	 joined	 in	 order	 to	 get	 involved,	 make	 friends	 and	 have	 fun.	 	 Some	 had	 a	 history	 of	
community	 and	 voluntary	 activity	 while	 others	 were	 looking	 to	 get	 involved	 and	 have	 fun	 in	 the	
community	at	the	time	the	B£	was	starting	and	therefore	went	along	to	their	meetings.		
	
Further	 reasons	 given	 for	 joining	 related	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 since	 users	 already	 had	 a	habit	 of	 using	
independent	shops	and	so	it	would	not	be	a	difficult	change	for	them	to	undertake.		
	
Additionally	 the	 financial	 incentives	 offered	 at	 start	 up	 -	 of	 5%	 added	 to	 the	 balance	 -	 made	 it	
attractive	to	join.		
	
Finally,	 technology	was	also	cited	as	a	 reason	 for	 joining.	 	 In	a	context	where	there	was	 increasing	
use	 of	 mobile	 phones	 and	 growing	 understanding	 of	 their	 new	 role	 in	 payment	 systems,	 the	








joined.	 	We	 consider	 three	outcomes:	 	 first	 ongoing	 spending,	 but	 then	not	 spending	 as	 this	 gives	
further	insight	into	what	enables	spending,	followed	by	the	reasoning	and	mechanisms	which	people	
described	 regarding	 whether	 this	 spending	 had	 actually	 increased	 in	 the	 independent	 businesses	
which	the	B£	is	seeking	to	support.		
	







ongoing	 spending.	 	 That	 is,	 the	 identification	with	Bristol’s	alternative	character;	an	analysis	of	 the	
economic	system	and	a	belief	that	the	B£	is	a	means	of	supporting	the	local	economy;	along	with	a	
desire	 to	 support	 independent	 and	 local	 shops	 which	 were	 seen	 as	 being	 more	 fun	 and	 better	


























it	 is	 sort	 of,	 you	 know,	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 day	 you	 are	 putting	 in	 a	 little	more	 effort	 physically	 and	
emotionally	into	that	investment	in	your	local	area….."You	know,	it’s	mad	money,	fun	money.		I201	
I	suppose	it	is	quite	a	lefty	thing	to	be	doing	…I	dunno	what	I	mean	by	that.	What	seems	to	be	similar	




As	 in	 the	 case	 of	 joining,	 on	 going	 use	 of	 the	 B£	was	 explained	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	 fact	 that	 users	
already	used	 independent	 shops.	 	 	 This	was	particularly	underlined	by	one	 respondent	–	who	was	
the	most	zealous	user	of	the	B£	amongst	our	cohort.		She	had	been	to	New	Zealand	and	noted	how	
there	the	supermarkets	were	more	expensive	and	so	she	and	her	partner	had	started	to	shop	in	local	




over	 there	 (New	 Zealand)	 we	 would	 have	 to	 go	 to	 farmers	 market	 on	 Saturday	 or	 on	 a	 Sunday	





Additionally	 to	 the	 familiarity	 of	 using	 independent	 shops,	 those	who	were	 spending	 also	 found	 it	
convenient	 to	use	 these	 shops	and	businesses	because	 they	 lived	near	 to	areas	where	 there	were	
many	 B£	 accepting	 businesses.	 Where	 there	 was	 easier	 access	 to	 cash	 points	 there	 were	 more	





and	 those	 respondents	who	were	spending	were	usually	doing	 this	 through	a	monthly	direct	debit	
which	moved	money	from	their	ordinary	bank	account	into	their	BCU	account	and	then	onto	their	B£	
account.	 	 This	 was	 recognised	 as	 a	 way	 of	 ensuring	 that	 funds	 from	 the	 monthly	 budget	 were	
committed	 to	 supporting	 the	 local	economy	and	hence	served	as	a	means	 to	direct	 their	 spending	







It's	 commitment	 to	 investing	 in	 your	 community	 …	 so	 I	 feel	 that	 by	 doing	 direct	 debit	 and	 having	
Bristol	pounds,	I'm	constraining	myself	at	a	very	small	way	to	spending	that	money	in	Bristol,	 in	the	
local	area,	I	understand	that	is	the	point	of	it	….So	personally,	what	I	use	my	Bristol	Pounds	for,	is	for	
buying	 nice	 things	 for	myself...So	 you	 know,	 it's	 kind	 of	 treat	money.	…	Which	 in	 a	way	 is	 kind	 of	
personally	nice	regardless	of	it	being	a,	er,		Bristol	Pounds.	I	kind	of	like	the	way	you’re,	kind	of,	saving	
a	bit	of	money	for	treats.	…You	know,	it’s	mad	money,	fun	money.	So	you	know,	if	we	go	out,	I	might	
pay	 for	meal	 or	 drinks	 or	 things,	 or	 there's,	 you	 know	 shops	 on	 North	 Street	 …	 as	 I	 said	 it's	 treat	
money.	It	doesn't		happen	all	that	often	but	it’s	just	an	extra	nice	thing.	I201	
	
An	additional	motivation	mentioned	by	 some	 respondents	was	 the	 financial	 benefit	 gleaned	 from	
incentives	offered	at	 the	beginning	of	 the	project.	 	 These	were	as	high	as	5%	added	 to	 the	 funds	




it'll	 be	 nice	 to	 use	 the	 Bristol	 Pounds	 because	 I	 love	 the	whole	 concept,	 but	 in	 addition	 they	were	










More	specifically	 it	was	 interesting	 to	note	 the	preferences	 for	 spending	using	 text2pay	over	 cash.		
Clearly	the	wider	context	in	which	using	technology,	and	the	mobile	phone	to	pay	was	increasingly	a	
norm	 	 and	 this	 extended	even	 to	 small	 amounts.	 	A	 second	 context	 for	 this	was	 that	not	 all	 small	















used	 it,	 those	who	kept	both	cash	and	Txt2Pay	tended	to	use	cash	for	smaller	transactions	(eg	 less	
than	£5)	believing	that	 it	was	a	hassle	for	shops	to	receive	Txt2Pay	for	them.	 	One	respondent	had	
used	 cash	 on	 the	 bus	 and	 reported	 the	 extremely	 divergent	 responses	 she	 received:	 	 while	 some	
drivers	were	supportive	and	also	found	 it	 fun,	others	grumbled	and	complained,	and	 in	one	case	 it	
was	specifically	and	negatively	associated	with	the	former	Mayor.			
	




The	 first	 set	 of	 reasons	 for	 this	 was	 to	 do	 with	 technical	 difficulties.	 Respondents	 had	 problems	
getting	their	B£	account	set	up	and	had	not	fully	understood	how	to	use	it.		For	some	of	these	people	
the	system	had	never	worked	smoothly	and	this	was	a	major	deterrent.	The	ability	to	set	up	a	regular	


















A	 further	 factor	 which	 contrasts	 with	 the	 above	 cases	 is	 that	 these	 users	 were	 not	 part	 of	 social	
networks	of	people	who	were	actively	using	it.		They	did	not	therefore	have	people	supporting	their	
use	 of	 B£.	 	 As	 one	 new	mother	 explained,	 other	 new	mums	with	 whom	 she	met	 weekly	 did	 not	
appear	to	use	the	B£.	This	meant	the	currency	did	not	factor	in	the	choice	of	café	they	made	for	their	













this	 situation,	 she	argued	that	not	only	could	she	not	commit	 these	 funds	 to	a	more	 limited	set	of	
uses	but	that	under	these	conditions	of	financial	hardship,	she	felt	that	she	lacked	the	psychological	
space	 to	 figure	out	how	 in	 fact	 it	 could	perhaps	be	used.5	 	She	also	directly	 linked	 this	 to	having	a	
particular	social	place,	by	which	she	meant	a	level	of	financial	and	economic	security	and	stability.	
	
“I	 think	 that's	been	difficult	 for	us	 is	 that	because	 I	 tend	 to	get	paid	weekly,….,	 the	money	 that	we	
have	 for	 food	 is	kind	of	on	a	weekly	basis	and	 I	won't	know	how	much	money	we're	going	 to	have	
spare	next	week	or	the	week	after,	so	everything's	done	day	to	day,	you	know,	how	much	money	have	
we	got	 for	 food?	 	Okay	we'll	 go	and	 spend	£20	or	 something.	 	 So	 I	was	 finding	 it	 difficult	 to	 think	










ways	 to	 spend	 the	 funds	 that	 were	 appropriate,	 provoked	 concern	 about	 the	 risks	 of	 losing	 the	
money	committed.		This	illustrates	how	in	circumstances	where	money	is	tight,	the	Txt2Pay	system6	
creates	 a	 barrier	 because	 it	 involves	 committing	 funds	 into	 the	 B£,	 and	where	 someone	 is	 not	 so	
strongly	 identified	with	 it	 then	trust	may	become	an	 issue	and	the	reasons	for	not	using	 it	become	
stronger.		
	
















which	to	use	B£,	and	the	cost	of	shopping	at	 independent	shops.	 	 	 	Shopping	in	supermarkets	was	








4.2.3 Increased spending in independent businesses 
The	discussion	also	sought	to	establish	whether	respondents	thought	that	they	were	now	spending	




People	 spent	 more	 in	 independent	 shops	 than	 they	 would	 otherwise	 because	 they	 chose	 B£	






















how	 the	 balance	 on	 their	 B£	 account	 would	 offer	 a	 source	 of	 funds	 at	 the	 end	 of	 a	 tight	month	
financially.		Or	alternatively	the	funds	could	build	up	over	time	as	a	result	of	the	monthly	transfer	and	







handy,	 if	 it’s	been	a	tight	month	 I’ll	 then	 look	at	my	 little	Bristol	Pound	account	and	see	well	which	




it	adds	up	and	 I	haven’t	 really	 touched	 it	and	then	 I	will	go	 for	 like	a	 really,	 really	 like	a	nice	 lavish	
meal	and	treat	someone	or	like	yeah,	so	yeah	it’s	like	a	treat.	(I303)	
	
So	 if	 I	go	somewhere,	and	 it’s	often	nice	places	 like	Better	Food	or	something,	which	 is	quite,	 like	a	
luxury	nice	place.	And	I’ll	be	like,	oh	I	probably	shouldn’t	spend	a	fortune	here,	but	then	I	think,	oh	I’ve	






























increased	 their	 B£	 spending	over	 their	 original	 commitment	 and	 these	were	 all	 high	users	 and	we	




















































Additionally	 and	 following	 on	 from	 the	 above	 discussion	 of	 the	 way	 in	 which	 funds	 have	 to	 be	
committed	 into	 the	 B£,	 	 allocating	 larger	 amounts	 starts	 to	 require	 new	ways	 of	 organising	 one’s	








sort	 of	 level	 of	 inconvenience	 …there's	 things,	 not	 that	 there’s	 always	 going	 to	 be	 shops	 that	 are	





















The	 above	 analysis	 suggests	 a	 number	 of	 mechanisms	 that	 are	 at	 work	 across	 the	 stages	 of	 the	
impact	pathway	from	joining,	 through	spending	(or	not),	and	 increasing	spending	(or	not).	 	 Indeed,	
the	 negative	 instances	 give	 insights	which	 contrast	with	 the	 positive	 to	 put	 the	 latter	 into	 clearer	
perspective.			
	
First,	 the	 analysis	makes	 clear	 that	Bristol	 and	 its	 character	 provide	 a	 very	 specific	 context	 for	 the	
adoption	of	the	B£.		This	is	an	important	point	because	it	means	that	this	type	of	intervention	would	
not	necessarily	have	as	strong	a	take	up	elsewhere.	An	alternative	and	creative	culture	along	with	a	
vibrant	 independent	 business	 sector	 played	 into	 the	 adoption	 of	 B£.	 	 The	 financial	 crisis	 and	 the	
subsequent	 debate	 over	 the	 nature	 of	 money	 and	 the	 corporate	 economy	 also	 provide	 specific	
backdrops	 to	 the	 B£’s	 emergence.	 	 Additionally,	 the	 rise	 of	 electronic	 payments	 technology	made	
Txt2Pay	more	easy	 to	adopt.	 	Other	aspects	of	context	were	more	specific	 to	groups	of	 individuals	
and	 link	more	directly	 to	 the	mechanisms.	 	 In	 the	 following	 section,	we	create	a	 typology	of	users	
which	helps	to	capture	the	way	these	more	individualised	contexts	function.		
	




were	 strongly	 inter-twined.	 	 The	 idea	 of	 having	 a	 local	 currency	 was	 seen	 as	 an	 expression	 of	
Bristol’s	independent	identity	and	alternative	character.			The	currency	operated	as	a	way	to	value	
that	 alternative	 culture	 and	 small	 and	 independent	 businesses,	 instead	 of	 the	 mainstream	
corporate	and	globalized	economy.			Respondents’	analysis	positioned	the	B£	as	promoting	a	local	
and	 circular	 economy	 offering	 an	 alternative	 model	 which	 is	 more	 sustainable,	 ethical	 and	




















much	 easier	 as	 they	 already	 understood	what	 they	 could	 buy	 and	 how	 the	 B£	 could	 be	 used.		
Shifting	 into	the	B£	therefore	fitted	with	their	pre-existing	preferences	which	already	supported	
their	values.	 	High	users	 tended	to	be	 those	who	were	also	spending	on	groceries.	While	 treats	
and	expenditure	in	cafes	and	restaurants	are	areas	of	expenditure	that	are	easier	to	conceptualise	








users	as	being	a	means	of	 locking	 funds	 into	the	 local	economy.	 	At	 the	same	time,	 it	 limits	 the	
range	of	uses	for	those	locked	in	funds	and	hence	presented	barriers	for	the	less	financially	secure	
who	 are	 unable	 to	 commit	 such	 funds	 or	 who	 feel	 that	 their	 commitment	 is	 at	 a	 level	 that	 is	
manageable	 but	 would	 present	 challenges	 if	 they	 were	 to	 increase	 it.	 	 Additionally,	 for	 those	
operating	 their	 household	 budgets	 with	 partners,	 extending	 use	 beyond	 treats	 which	 may	 be	
managed	 individually,	 requires	getting	 the	agreement	of	 their	partner.	 Interestingly,	 locking	 the	





was	 a	 major	 hurdle	 to	 use	 of	 the	 B£.	 	 While	 one	 respondent	 was	 primarily	 motivated	 by	 the	
opportunity	to	use	Txt2Pay	itself,	the	majority	were	not,	although	some	did	enjoy	its	convenience	
once	set	up.		In	some	cases,	users	experienced	quite	serious	hassle	and	difficulty	(eg.	a	repeating	
payment	 loop	 that	 drained	 the	 account;	 two	 years	 of	 angry	 letters	 regarding	 non-payment	 of	
Council	Tax).	And,	while	in	these	particular	cases	respondents	were	untroubled,	such	experiences	
can	significantly	dent	trust	as	well	as	drain	enthusiasm	for	using	the	system.		Clearly	for	those	who	




In	 this	 section,	we	use	 the	analysis	above	 to	create	a	 typology	of	users	 for	whom	the	mechanisms	
operated	 to	 different	 degrees	 to	 produce	 different	 levels	 of	 engagement	 with	 the	 B£.	 	 Given	 the	












• are	willing	 and	 able	 to	 devote	 energy	 to	 overcoming	 technological	 difficulties	 they	 face	 in	
pursuit	of	their	values.		
A	key	point	with	the	 ideologically	committed	 is	 that	 they	have	sufficient	energy	and	enthusiasm	to	




Second	 are	 the	 ideologically	 motivated	 who	 are	 willing	 users	 -	 or	 would	 be	 willing	 users	 if	
circumstances	 allowed	 them	 –	 this	 includes	 some	 of	 those	 who	 are	 currently	 non-users	 who	 felt	
frustrated	or	unable	due	to	their	circumstances	to	engage	with	it	more:	
	
• they	 identify	with	the	alternative	values	and	 image	and	derive	satisfaction	 from	supporting	
them.	




• They	 may	 do	 their	 shopping	 primarily	 in	 independent	 businesses	 but	 find	 access	 to	 ones	
which	accept	the	B£	more	difficult.	
• are	 less	 financially	 secure,	 and	would	 find	 it	 more	 challenging	 to	 commit	more	 funds.	 	 In	
particular,	 shifting	 grocery	 shopping	 encounters	 issues	 of	 cost	 and	 convenience	 as	well	 as	
financial	constraints.	
• may	 have	 experienced	 some	 difficulty	 in	 using	 the	 technology	 which	 have	 presented	 a	
deterrent	to	greater	use.			




in	 Figure	 6.	 	 	 The	 map	 indicates	 the	 districts	 in	 which	 the	 users	 lived	 rather	 than	 their	 precise	







casual	users.	 	 Primarily,	 these	are	people	 for	whom	the	values	dimensions	are	 far	 less	 central	and	
who	may	be	more	ambivalent	about	the	identity	connected	to	the	B£.		Members	of	this	group	may	
also	 share	 reasons	 that	 were	 not	 so	 centrally	 connected	 to	 their	 values	 (peer	 pressure;	 financial	
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The	 paper	 started	 by	 identifying	 an	 apparent	 contradiction	 at	 the	 heart	 of	 the	 new	 wave	 of	 LC	
schemes:	 	 their	 focus	 on	 potential	 impact	 to	 the	 local	 economy	 and	 environment	 in	 terms	 of	
sustainability	while	user	motivations	appear	to	focus	on	social	and	ideological	dimensions.		Given	the	
scale	of	 the	BP	to	date	we	asked	whether	 it	has	successfully	produced	a	combination	of	social	and	
ideological	 dynamics	 which	 are	 in	 fact	 propelling	 its	 use	 to	 scale	 in	 a	 way	 that	 may	 enable	 the	




















has	 a	 “feel	 good”	 factor	 and	 adding	 value	 to	 the	experience	of	 spending,	 on	 the	other,	 it	 perhaps	
contradictorily	creates	“free	money”	because	these	funds	have	already	been	allocated	for	spending	
and	 there	 are	 hence	 fewer	 constraints	 to	 spending	 them.	 	 Finally,	 the	 technology	 of	 online	
management	and	Txt2Pay	creates	barriers	to	use	when	it	creates	difficulties	and	additional	hurdles	
to	 new	 use	 as	 changing	 direct	 debits	 or	 making	 arrangements	 to	 pay	 council	 tax	 is	 not	 seen	 as	
straightforward.		
	





same	 identity	 if	 it	 was	 accepted	 by	 supermarkets.	 	 While	 for	 those	 less	 oriented	 to	 independent	
shops	and	constrained	in	committing	funds	to	it,	its	greater	acceptability	would	make	it	more	usable.			
	
Economic	 motivations	 for	 joining	 were	 evident	 for	 a	 few	 less	 well-off	 users	 who	 benefited	 from	
discounts	or	bonuses	during	 its	 early	promotion	phase	and	were	not	 so	 ideologically	motivated	or	
identified	with	 social	 networks	 of	 users.	 	 But	 in	 the	main	 there	 are	 no	 tangible	 economic	 benefits	

























































































development	 practice	 and	 policy	 making.	 In	 December	 2011,	 the	 Bath	 Papers	 in	 International	
Development	(BPD)	working	paper	series	was	merged	with	the	Wellbeing	in	Developing	Countries	
(WeD)	Working	Paper	Series,	which	has	now	been	discontinued.	The	new	series,	Bath	Papers	 in	
International	Development	and	Well-Being	continues	the	numbering	of	the	BPD	series.	
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Bath	Papers	in	International	Development	and	Well-Being	publishes	research	and	policy	analysis	by	
scholars	and	development	practitioners	in	the	CDS	and	its	wider	network.	 Submissions	to	the	series	
are	encouraged;	submissions	should	be	directed	to	the	Series	Editor,	and	will	be	subject	to	a	blind	
peer	review	process	prior	to	acceptance.	
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